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VII. — A Vulgar Latin Origin for Spanish Padres meaning 
' Father and Mother' 

By EDITH FAHNESTOCK. and MARY BRADFORD PEAKS 

VASSAR COLLEGE 

The idiomatic use in Spanish of certain masculine plurals 
to include a corresponding feminine singular and convey the 
idea of a pair, is in itself an interesting phenomenon, and is 
also puzzling because it seems to be characteristic of Spanish 
only, and not common to the other Romance languages. The 
Spaniard says in very comprehensible fashion, mis hijos for 
'my son and daughter,' los esposos for ' the husband and wife ' 
(cf. i promessi sposi in Italian), but it seems strikingly differ- 
ent to say los reyes for el rey and la reina, or mis padres for 
mi padre y mi madre, and still more so to find the masculine- 
sounding mis papas equivalent to mi papd y mi mamd. 1 

In the earliest Spanish literature 2 which has come down to 
us, parientes is used for father and mother or both padre and 
madre are mentioned, and padres has the general sense of 
ancestors, fathers, church fathers, or father confessors. Pari- 
entes is found in the sense of relatives as early as the Poema 
del Cid. There are possibly a few traces of the usage of 
padres in the thirteenth century. In the Siete Partidas, 
padrinos is used for padrino and madrina, and in Calila / 
Dymna the mother of the lion, speaking to her son, says : "As 
the wife is not, except through her husband, nor the children 

1 A curious use of this emphasis or the masculine noun is found in Galdos's 
Trafalgar (Cambridge ed., p. 16, 11. 15-18) : puesaquel matrimonio que durante 
cincuenta afios habia podido dar veinte hijos al mundo y a Dios, tuvo que con- 
tentarse con uno solo, la encantadora y sin par Rosita. 

2 The texts examined were as follows: Period 1150-1220: Poema del Cid, 
Libro de Apolonio, Santa Maria Egipciaca, Libro de los Reyes de Oriente ; 
Period 1220-1300: Berceo's works, Alejandre, Fernan Gonzalez, Las Siete 
Partidas, Calila e Dymna; Period 1301-1418: Vida de San Ildefonso, Yusuf, 
works of the Archipreste de Hita, Poema de Alfonso Onceno, Rabbi Sem 
Tob's Proverbios Morales, Tratado de la Doctrina, Revelacidn de un Ermitaiio, 
Danza de la Muerle, Rimado de Palacio. 
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except through their padres, nor the scholars except through 
their masters, etc." 3 The fourteenth century shows in the 
Vida de San Ildefonso^ an example of padres in the lines: 
"In truth those in the world are accustomed to take it thus 
when their padres or parientes enter an order." The Rimado 
de Palacio has in the fourth commandment "Honor our 
parents {padres)" and a few lines below there is a reference 
to both father and mother. 5 

Seeking the origin of this custom, one turns naturally to 
Meyer-Liibke, who comments as follows : " Dans la peninsule 
hispanique, le pluriel des noms d'etres masculins s'emploie 
exclusivement pour designer les etres appartes: padres, papas 
(pere et mere), tios (oncle et tante) etc., auxquels on ne peut 
guere comparer le lat. parentes, fran$. parents, car ce terme au 
singulier designe d'abord la mere, puis aussi, il est vrai, le pere. 
A plus forte raison encore en est-il ainsi de l'ital. genitori. L'ital. 
fanciidli, bambini, le franc,, enfants different aussi de l'usage 
espagnol : sans doute, ils peuvent signifier "jeune homme 
et jeune fille," mais ils n'eVeillent pas precis^ment l'id^e d'une 
paire, ils montrent plutot que la difference sexuelle peut etre 
negligee dans ces cas ou elle n'est pas d'importance." 6 Hans- 
sen in his Spanish Grammar" notes the Spanish usage and 
cites Ebeling 8 for slight traces of the custom elsewhere. 
Ebeling, who is giving a review of Meyer-Liibke, adds a 
similar case from Catalan, pares twice used to denote father 
and mother. He also mentions an odd Italian use of balii 
meaning the balio 'husband of the nurse ' and his wife, and 

8 Calila e Dymna, Bibl. de aut. esp. LI, 69, 1. 3; see also Las Siete Partidas, 
ch. iv, p. 53. 

4 Bibl. de aut. esp. lvii, 326, 2d col., 11. 14-15. 

6 Rimado de Palacio, Bibl. de aut. esp. LVII, 426, 31a; 33. 

6 Grammaire des langues romanes, 111, 40, § 30. 

7 Spanischc Grammatik (1910), 126, §9. 

8 Literaturblatt fur ger. u. rom. Pkilologie, 130, 1902, § 30: "Zum Spanischen 
los padres 'Vater und Mutter' stellt sich, wie zu erwarten ist, das Katalanische, 
Si precisament los seus pares volen tenirlo molt subjecte, Vilanova, Cuadros pop. 
60; los pares anavan massa escarrassats, eb. 169. Damit lasst sich aus dem 
Italienischen vergleichen questi balii, gua' ! gli danno la meta de' quattrini, Im- 
briani, Novell, fior. 85, was nach dem Zusammenhang nur heissen kann ' Dieser 
balio und seine Frau.' Furs Neuprovenzalische s. Herzog, § 4.-S. 41,4 1." 
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gives a reference to Herzog for a few examples from Proven- 
cal. The same close association of fere and mere is reflected 
in the current French phrase ses pere et mere instead of the 
usual singular possessive repeated before each noun. 

Grammars of modern Spanish contain only additional ex- 
amples with rather varying comment as to nouns to be in- 
cluded, but venture no opinion as to the origin of the usage. 9 
The first person to suggest an explanation of the origin was 
Dr. Lang, who in reviewing Hanssen's paragraph on padres}** 
mentions that the phenomenon is familiar from Sanskrit " which 
has exact parallels pitdrau, bhratarau, Mitrd for Mitra and 
Varuna (cf. Wackernagel, 11 Altind. Gramm., 2, 1, § 66, where 
analogous dual forms such as Atavre 'Ajax and Teucros,' 
Castores 'Castor and Pollux,' etc., are also discussed and), 
from Arabic in which duals formed from father, brother, East, 
etc., signifying father and mother, brother and sister, East 
and West, are current (see Wright's Arabic Grammar, 1874, 
§ 298, p. 214). It is most likely that Spanish received this 
interesting trait from Arabic." 

Dr. Lang's reference to Sanskrit and Arabic is most in- 
teresting. But the suggestion of Arabic influence on Span- 
ish seems unlikely for several reasons : first, because no other 
instance of Arabian influence on Spanish syntax is known. 
In the second place, such influence could not account for the 
few scattering examples of the usage brought forward by 
Ebeling and Herzog for Provencal, Catalan, and Italian. 
These cases seem rather to point to an inherited tendency 
in the Romance languages, a tendency which persisted on 
Spanish soil and showed itself only sporadically elsewhere. 

The most cogent reason, however, is that patres in the sense 
of parentes is fairly common in extant remains of provincial 
Latin. While the existence of this usage has been recognized 

9 See Bello y Cuervo, 1908, p. 38; Olmsted antl Gordon, 1911, p. 311, § 491; 
Ramsey, A Text Book of Modern Spanish, 88, § 247. 

10 Romanic Review, II (1911), 339, § 40. 

11 See also Wackernagel's article " Zum homerischen Dual " in Kuhn's Zeit- 
schrift, XXIII (1877), 302 ff., with Schmidt's note on p. 309, citing Cereres— Ceres 
et Proserpina ; also Friedrich, Catullus, p. 89, ad c. 3, I for Veneres = Venus et 
Cupido. 
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by Latinists at least since the early eighteenth century, it has 
not been connected with the Spanish idiom nor even thoroughly 
studied in Latin itself. Burmann, in his note on Ovid, Met. iv, 
61, collected several good cases, though he was mistaken in 
his interpretation of the passage from which he started. No 
farther advance was made till Le Blant called attention to the 
frequency of patres in Christian inscriptions of Trier. 12 Re- 
cently, Zangemeister in the notes of the thirteenth volume of 
the Corpus Inscriptiomtm Latinarum 13 lists about a dozen 
other occurrences. Altogether we have been able to gather 
forty-three certain examples. 14 

The earliest case, apparently, is in Virgil, Aen. 11, 579, 
where Aeneas asks himself whether Helen shall be allowed 
to return to Sparta and Mycenae and " see her husband and 
home, her parents and children " (coniugiumque domtimque, 
patres natosque videbit ?). We need not, with Wagner's literal- 
ness, 15 reject this particular line because Helen had only one 
child, Hermione, or because her father Zeus did not reside 
in the Peloponnesus and her mother Leda was dead, but it 
certainly should give us pause that this whole speech of 
Aeneas is omitted by good manuscripts and bracketed by 
many editors. 16 It is at the best a curious circumstance that 
the only appearance of patres for parentes in Virgil, or in any 
author before the Silver Latin of the reign of Domitian, should 
be in this passage which has been doubted on other grounds. 
One must not insist too strongly on such an argument, how- 
ever, for Statius, 17 the next writer to use patres, precedes by a 
still longer interval his only successors, the Gaul Ausonius 18 
and the Greek Claudian. 19 Literary standing the meaning 
obviously never secured in Latin ; in the speech of humbler 
folk it was more favored. In the inscriptions patres in our 

12 Le Blant, Inscriptions Chretiennes de la Gaule, 11, 639, s.v. patres. 

13 CIL, xhi, 7003. 

14 All available indices and special lexica have been consulted and several 
volumes of the Corpus have been read entire, but it has not seemed worth while 
to make an absolutely exhaustive search. 

15 See Heyne, 4 11, p. 348 ; Conington* defends the line. 

w E.g. Ribbeck and Conington. " Thtb. 11, 464. 

™ Parental. Ill, 21. 19 XV, 389. 
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sense appears once each in Italy, 20 Africa, 21 Dacia, 22 and Ger- 
mania Inferior. 23 Its main stronghold was in Gallic territory. 
Cisalpine Gaul gives us four cases, 24 Narbonese Gaul two, 25 
Lugudlinensis one, 256 Upper Germany five, 26 and Belgic Gaul 
twenty-three, 27 fifteen of which are from Trier alone. One 
wonders whether there was anything in the native dialect of 
the Treveri to make the usage more natural to them than to 
other inhabitants of the empire, but the late date of these 
Christian inscriptions and of Ausonius makes this hypothesis 
less likely. Since the thirty-nine epigraphical examples are 
all from plebeian epitaphs, chronological data are naturally 
lacking. One inscription 28 is said to be dated in the second 
century a.d. on palaeographical grounds, but the majority, 
particularly those coming from Christians, probably belong 
to the third or fourth century or even later. 

How did the idiom start in Latin ? It might have origi- 
nated in the speech of Greek slaves and freedmen, for Trarepet 
is used for father and mother, 29 once or twice in Plato m and 
Aristotle 31 and then sporadically in late authors like Diodorus 
Siculus, 32 Dionysius of Halicarnassus, 33 Alciphron, 34 and 
Xenophon of Ephesus, 35 who are contemporary with the 
Latin cases which we have been considering. Still, relatively 
few of the persons erecting the Latin monuments have Greek' 

w CIL, IX, 1866 (Beneventum). 21 CIL, vm, 412 (Hidra). 

22 CIL, III, 12598 (Mehadia). *» CIL, XIII, 8366 (Colonia). 

24 CIL, V, 1658 (Aquileia, Christian) ; 5320 (Comum); 6128 (Mediolanum); 
XI, 516 (AriminumJ. 

25 CIL, XII, 2128 (Vienna, Christian) ; 4450, p. 963 (Narbo). Le Want's 
suggestion that the parents in 2128 were Treveri loses its cogency in view of the 
examples from other parts of Gaul. 

266 CIL, XIII, 2188 (Lugudunum). 

23 CIL, XIII, 5840 (Andemantunnum) ; 6154 (Landstuhl) ; 7003, 71 12 (Mo- 
gontiacum) ; 7558 (Baudobriga, Christian). 

27 CIL, XIII, 3816, 3825, 3845, 3848. 3849. 3857. 386o, 3862, 3889, 3893-4, 
3900, 3907, 3910, 3946, 3947 (Augusta Treverorum, Christian) ; 4079 (B'ilsdorf) ; 
4'S 2 > 4'77» 4'79. 4 I 8o (Noviomagus) ; 4245 (Lampaden, Christian) ; 4285. 
(Luxemburg) ; 4339 (Metz). 

28 CIL, XII, 4450, p. 963. » Stephanus, s.v. iraTiJp. 
80 Leges, XI, 926 E. 81 Metaphysica, I, 3, 983. 

82 xxi, 17, 2. 8» Antiq. 11, 26, I ; Ars Rhet. 3, 3. 

84 «i. 61. w i, 11 ; in, 3; v, 6. 
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names ; m besides, there is no trace of the locution in the Latin 
inscriptions of the Greek East, and only one example known 
in Greek inscriptions. 37 The extension is natural enough in 
any language ; cf . the Sanskrit and Arabic duals already cited, 
also the Gothic collective neuter fadrein. m In addition we 
can see a special reason why the common people of the Ro- 
man empire should extend patres to include the female par- 
ent at just the time when they did, for the old word parentes 
was coming to mean ' ancestors ' or ' kinsfolk ' generally. 39 
But usage is whimsical, parentes in the sense of ' relatives ' 
persisted in several Romance languages; its successor patres 
' parents ' has practically disappeared except in Spain, and 
that too in spite of the fact that in Roman times, as far as we 
can judge from the inscriptions, patres was commonest on 
French territory and not found in Spain. The evidence is 
unfortunately not complete, but enough has been said to show 
that one is not forced to look to Arabic for the origin of 
Spanish padres. 

But if Vulgar Latin precedent may be claimed for padres, 
what of the other Spanish plurals used in the same way ? The 
problem may be simplified if we review the different methods 
of indicating the sex of animate beings in Classical Latin. 40 

Class I. Epicenes : sex ignored, or indicated for extreme accuracy 
by appositives mas and femina. The grammatical gender is arbi- 
trarily fixed or varies regardless of the sex. Found only in 

Names of the less useful animals corvus, aquila, rana, simia. m 
Also in Spanish : grillo, aguila 

86 Six out of thirty-nine examples ; CIL, v, 5320, 6128 ; xn, 4450 ; xin, 
3910,4079, 71 12. 

37 Epigr. Gr. 227 (prope Teon) . 

38 Braune, Gotische GrammatiJP (1900), § 94, Anm. 4. 

39 Harrod, Latin Terms of Endearment and of Family Relationship, p. 56, n. 
48. Similarly, the Sanskrit plural is used for the father and his brothers, Lan- 
man, Sanskrit Reader, p. 190. 

"> Kriiger, Gramm. d. lat. Spr. (1842), §§ 162 f.; Kiihner-Holzweissig, Aus- 
filhrliche Gramm. d. lat. Spr. ( 1912), 1, p. 269. In an uninfected language like 
English, Classes I-III of the following scheme are, for the most part, indistinguish- 
able. The lists of examples are not complete. 

** In Early Latin ovis belongs here, later in Class IV. 
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Class II. Communia : sex ignored in the noun, sometimes indicated 
by its modifiers. 

1. Names of many familiar animals. 

bos, cam's, sus, mus, homo 

2. Many nouns signifying civic- status or function. These in 

the vast majority of cases occur as masculine, because early 
law and ritual took small account of women. 

civis, heres, hospes, sacerdos, testis 
The tendency in Spanish is for these nouns to become dif- 
ferentiated : el or la testigo remains, but huesped, huespeda, 
sacerdote, sacerdotisa. 

3. A few nouns applied to members of the family. 

coniunx, parens, E. Lat. nepos. Cf. Sp. conyuge; pari- 
ente, parientes, then pariente parienta parientes ; me to 
nieta. 

4. Adjectives belonging to the ' third declension ' used as nouns. 

serpens, princeps, adulescens, iuvenis, Sp. principe princesa 
principes, etc. 

Class III. Mobilia : sex shown in the singular by the varying 
suffix ; in the plural the masculine termination is usually employed 
as an inclusive form. 41 

1. Some animal names. 

leo lea teones; gallus gallina galli 

2. A few nouns indicating occupation. 42 

caupocopa; cantor cantrix ; tnagistermagistra;rexregina 

3. Many designations of members of the family. 

filius filia ; avus avia ; nepos neptis ; socer' socrus ; puer 
puella 

4. Adjectives of the ' First ' and ' Second ' declensions used as 

nouns, including many tribal names. 
Sequanus Sequana 

41 Cf. the preference for the masculine in adjectives or pronouns referring to a 
series of nouns of different genders. The feminine plural is kept if only females 
are designated. 

42 The list was longer in Early Latin; cf. clienta, hospila, antistita, which later 
belong to Class 11. 



84 Edith Fahnestock and Mary B. Peaks [1913 

Class IV. Separate Words for the Two Sexes, i.e. natural and 
grammatical gender agreeing in both numbers. 43 

1. A few names of domestic animals : 

taurusvacca; aries ovis ; haedus capella; Sp. toro vaca ; 
carnero oveja 

2. The following names of members of the family : 

pater mater ; f rater soror ; maritus uxor; vir mulier ; 
gener nurus 

Now it is obvious that Spanish el hijo ' son,' la hija ' daugh- 
ter,' los hijos 'children,' resembles Latin filins filia filii 
(Class in, 3) and is no way remarkable. So too with Sp. 
criados, hermanos, primos, duenos, amos. 4 * Something quite 
different has happened in the case of padres ' father and 
mother' — a masculine word has come in the plural to include 
a feminine singular which is etymologically unlike but belongs 
in the same semantic category, i.e. Class iv forms its plural 
like Class in. As we have seen, only slight traces of this 
usage appear in the Romance languages, although some gram- 
mars, confusing this case with hijos, compare Ital. bambini, 
etc., all belonging to Class in. Classical scholars constantly 
fall into the same error in citing a8e\<f>oi as a parallel to the 
extended use of fratres (see below) and in comparing soceri, 
avi, filii, etc., with patres. 

At the first glance the use of reges 'king and queen,' also 
inherited by Spanish, belongs in the same class with pat7-es 
and fratres (Class iv), but regina is derived from rex (for 
the suffix, cf. gallus gallitid) and the singular formation is 
therefore that of Class in (the Mobilia). Furthermore, rex 
does not necessarily refer to the reigning monarch ; from the 
first century B.C. it is a constant designation for princes, 45 as 

48 Certain of the Communia (Class 11) are frequently useful as collective or 
inclusive plurals, e.g., boves ; parentis, coniuges, homines. Fratres et sorores 
from a different point of view may be called liberi, filii, or p-ueri. 

44 In certain animal names. Spanish generalizes the feminine plural instead of 
the masculine, e.g., el palomo, la paloma, las palomas 'doves'; el cordero 'ram,' 
la oveja 'ewe,' las ovejas 'sheep'; el gallo, la gallina, las gallinas. 

45 Caes. B.C. Ill, 107, 2 (of Ptolemy); Virg. Aen. IX, 223 (Ascanius); 
Manil. 11, 2 (the fifty sons of Priam); Val. Fl. 1, 174. Cf. Forcellini, s.v. rex. 
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regina 46 is for female members of the royal house. 46 Reges 
is thus a natural term for the royal family as a whole, 47 even 
when only the sovereign and his consort are particularly in 
mind, 48 as in the Spanish los reyes. Just as in Latin, the 
idiomatic plural meaning is not extended in Spanish to the 
titles of elective or appointive offices. 

What has been the fate of the Latin nouns in Class iv, 
which are real parallels iox pater and mater? Maritus and 
uxor apparently combined in mariti, but the latter should 
probably be taken as a plural of Class in, since a feminine 
marita exists. Spanish maridos does not include the femi- 
nine; one therefore uses esposos in place of Latin mariti. 
So with the pair vir mulier, only one survives in Sp. mujer. 
Gener and minis are comparatively rare in colloquial Latin ; 
we have found no sure case of generi as an inclusive plural. 49 
Both words exist in Spanish. 

Frater and soror, on the other hand, did unite in Vulgar 
Latin to form the plural fratres. 50 This license, unlike the 
similar one in the case of patres, started with Greek immi- 
grants, who were accustomed to a single word aSe\(j>o{ for 
brother and sister. At any rate, seven 51 of the fifteen 
epigraphical examples 52 come from Greeks. The extension 
began, it would seem, in Rome or Campania in the latter 
half of the first century a.d. and crept into literature in 
Tacitus ; 53 a little later it appears in Africa, 54 but is scarcely 

«Val. Fl. v, 373, 385, 441 (Medea); Stat. Ach. I, 295 (Deidamea). Cf. 
Forcellini, and Harper's Lex. s.v. regina. 

47 Cic. in Verr. V, 27; Liv. II, 2, II; 3, 5; xlv, 43, 9. 

48 Liv. I, 39, 2; cf. Caes. B.C. Ill, 107, 2; Liv. xxvn, 4, 10. 

49 Catull. 72, 4 is so interpreted by Baehrens and Merrill. 

50 Neue-Wagener, Formenlehre (1902), 1, 896. 

51 CIL, vj, 14959 (to a slave of Antonia, the daughter of Divus Claudius), 
16741, 17303, 18606, 19896 (Rome); V, 1091 (Aquileia), 3497 (Verona). 

62 CIL, VI, 13095 (Rome); x, 3008 (Puteoli), 3751 (Atella); v, 4908 
(Boarno); III, 3107 (Brattia insula); see also notes 51 and 54. The Roman 
examples are cited by Harrod, p. 62. 

63 Ann. XII, 4. See also Calp. Decl. p. 34, 1. 3; Paulus, Dig. X, 2, 38; 
Modestinus, Dig. II, 14, 35 ; Beda, de Orthogr. Keil, vn, 273, 30. 

54 CIL, viii, 1574 (Musti), 1858 (Theveste), 2901 (Lambaesis); Nonius, 
P- 557 M. 
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found elsewhere outside the Italian peninsula. In Spanish, 
of course, frater and soror have been crowded out by her- 
manos. 

These other primitive pairs, then, have had only a transi- 
tory and local existence, as one looks back over the centuries, 
but Spanish padres has had a continuous European history 
ever since Aristotle in his Metaphysics called the first pair, 
Oceanus and Tethys, the fathers of all created things. 



